Introduction
One of the most essential, but most often overlooked, aspects in the operation of a library's systems office is the lack of a clear set of priorities. In fact, this oversight often mirrors a similar deficiency in the library or parent organization. Without clear priorities, the systems office staff lack direction in identifying the most critical tasks. There is also great potential to become totally reactive, rather than proactive, not following a planned course of action, only responding to the person or problem that is squeaking the loudest. In his model technology plans for libraries, Boss (1998) states: ''The opposite of planning is random organizational movement or a series of reactions to external influences.'' Many organizations do some sort of strategic planning. There are a number of articles and books on strategic planning for libraries. While there is considerable writing in business and computing publications, a review of the library literature found little on setting priorities, which is the focus of this article.
Priority setting is highly important in the library systems office. Today most libraries depend heavily on automated systems, networks, microcomputers and electronic resources. We acutely feel their absence when they do not work correctly. How many of us go through e-mail withdrawal when that server goes down? How many reference librarians must cope with angry patrons when access to a commercial database suddenly fails? And when these problems do occur, we expect them to be fixed immediately. Right now! Unlike the commercial with the Maytag repairman, few, if any, systems offices have staff members just sitting around waiting for something to break so they can fix it. At the same time, many libraries continue to implement additional electronic resources and new services that depend on the systems office for installation, integration, and ongoing support. The number of options seems to grow exponentially.
Real world priority setting
A prime example of a clear-cut priority occurred in my first professional job in the library of an electric utility company. They were building a nuclear power plant when the incident at Three Mile Island occurred. The resulting new regulations and ensuing construction delays raised the price of the plant from 600 million to well into the billions of dollars. The completion of the project was delayed by many years. The company could not begin recouping any of the costs of this construction until the power plant was completed, and was actually generating electricity for the customers.
Getting this plant completed, and into the rate-base, became one of the company's highest priorities in their strategic plan. Almost every one of the 14,000 employees knew how important this project was. The message was clearly communicated and was a prominent part of the company's strategic plan for years.
During this time most new capital expenditures and new staff had to be directly linked to this project, with an emphasis on the word directly. The library could only claim an indirect relationship to much of the work we did. We could still purchase books and continue our serials subscriptions. We continued providing reference and online research. However, we could not purchase any type of computer equipment. While the inability to get new equipment for the library created a burden, at least it was clear that we were turned down on capital requests due to established corporate priorities. We knew not to waste our efforts developing plans and services that required computer equipment and instead focused on other services.
But what happens when a library makes an uninformed decision and creates a new priority without considering the ramifications? In one library where I worked the systems office was in the process of installing and configuring Webbased access to all of the library's CD-ROM databases. Owing to technical limitations the systems staff had to provide only partial test of the new system prior to the transition and then, at some point, made the cutover from the old interface to the new one in one fell swoop. So the product was suddenly out there for the librarians, faculty and students, who started complaining that the characters on the screen were too small and that they could no longer print from some of the CD-ROMs. The old product could not be easily restored. The systems office needed to focus its energies on analyzing the problem, seeking assistance, and implementing a solution to resolve the problems.
In the midst of this chaotic situation, library management directed the systems office to start installing access immediately for the faculty, staff, and students to use citation software on their machines so that they could import records and create bibliographies from the library's databases. This was a project that would take several weeks to configure, test, provide documentation, and determine guidelines for support.
The second project was certainly worth consideration, but to push it to the top of the queue, without considering the impact on the other tasks the system office was working on, was a poor strategy. This systems office was obligated to abandon the prior project, one that was available to the community with all its problems, and begin working on the new project -or risk angering management by not following directions. Neither choice was a good one.
How should a library decide which to do first? How can a systems office effectively meet everyone's expectations? How can the systems office stay focused to accomplish its tasks? The answers come back to the same process that the electric utility company used -that of a strategic plan with clearly defined priorities.
Mistakes libraries make
Many libraries do not develop clear strategic plans or technology plans. Fewer libraries manage to set priorities. In some libraries the lack of priorities comes from the efforts to try to please everyone, and a reluctance to say no to a patron or management. Or it may be an organization says everything is important and everything becomes a top priority -which, in essence, means there are no priorities. Any organization that cannot clearly state its top priority is an organization that has no idea what is important, and no idea where it is going. Or as Fichter (1999) states: ''having dozens of objectives and goals is a sure way to set yourself up for failure.'' Some examples may illustrate common mistakes that libraries make.
In some libraries a decision to purchase a research bibliographic database ''A'' from one vendor, instead of choice ''B'' from another vendor, can be based on a few comments made to reference librarians. Administration hears from the reference librarians a statement along the lines that our users really do not like product ''A'', when, in fact, only one or two people have complained. The reality might be that most library users actually prefer choice ''B'', but if the library does not carefully survey its users and determine which product they prefer, and why they prefer that choice, then the decision-making process can be flawed. What if it turns out the users like choice ''B'' because it has a Web interface, but that choice ''A'' really has more depth and choice ''A'' will have its Web interface out in three months? The need for analytical information is paramount.
Decisions sometimes get made because a library director has a personal preference. Suppose the director likes the book vendor ''X'' because he used that vendor at the last place he worked, or because he really likes the president of vendor ''X''. He starts an initiative to switch from the current vendor ''Z'' over to ''X''. If the staff is happy with choice ''Z'' and receives quality service, is this really a good choice, just because a library director has an affinity for one vendor over the other? A cost analysis, satisfaction survey, and accurate comparison of features of the two systems would be advisable before undertaking a project of this magnitude.
Another possible scenario could occur when the town's mayor says to the head librarian that she had seen this really great set of history books at her university alma mater. Suddenly an order is placed for these very expensive volumes, which are then rush processed and put out on the shelves. The head librarian proudly calls the mayor, who expresses surprise that the library went to such an effort. The mayor explains that she just meant that she thought the books were interesting. It was never her intention for the local public library to actually have them on their shelves.
Libraries need to ask the question: Should we base an increasingly expensive array of services and infrastructure on anecdotal information, the whim of a director, or a fleeting conversation with a faculty member or city council representative? Or should we instead take control of our direction and clearly define our mission, our objectives, and our intended outcomes? Much of this is derived from a good strategic plan and clearly defined priorities.
Getting started with priorities
If an organization has a clear mission statement and the reason for its existence, then all decisions, organizational movements and all activities should derive from this mission. Good strategic planning tells us that the mission statement should be one or a few well-chosen sentences that are crystal clear, relatively permanent, and serve as a guiding principle for how the library will operate. From the strategic plan specific objectives, operational plans, and tasks can be developed. Setting priorities in the corporate information systems environment can consider four key areas: financial benefits, business objectives, intangible benefits, and technical importance (Buss, 1983) . These same principles can be applied to a technology plan or strategic plan for the libraries systems office. So how can one establish priorities?
Team approach
One strategy for setting priorities is to try the following exercise. Select a team to initiate the planning and prioritizing process. The team approach is well documented in professional literature (Lewis, 1998; Hewison, 1995; Hipsman, 1998; Nanus, 1996) . Involving a group of key people in this process, instead of just an individual, helps with the organizational buy-in. It is important to select a diverse group of people so that each can bring some different perspectives to this process. Include people from different units within the library, and select librarians, support staff, and management. The entire staff should participate in the review of the priorities if this is a very small library. A good facilitator is vital to this process as well. The facilitator will insure that no one group or individual dominates the process and that everyone has an opportunity to participate. The facilitator keeps the process moving, but also sees that the options are thoroughly analyzed (Hewison, 1995; Hipsman, 1998) .
The team begins by listing all of the library's priorities, or listing all of the tasks for the systems office. Next, they take a look at them and decide if they could do one, and only one, which would it be? Then they do the same for two, and only two tasks, and so on down the line. In some cases the sequence will change, if some tasks are integrally linked. When done, they will have established what the library would clearly like to accomplish, including the systems tasks, and what it views as most important.
Some of the library's tasks that this could include are: purchasing additional reference materials, access to new electronic serials, replacing microform reader printers, acquiring new workstations for the technical services staff, shifting the entire serials collection, digitizing one of the collections in rare books, or selecting a new integrated library system. When working on the priorities for the systems office only, one would include the subset of tasks described above that require the systems office staff. In reviewing tasks to set priorities, a given library may decide that it wishes to move to a new automated system that makes use of Windows technology and uses a Web interface instead of their old character-based system. Everyone, or a majority, may decide that this is the most important task -so this becomes task number one. Access to electronic serials might be number two, number three might be new workstations for the technical services staff, and so forth. Another method for setting priorities can include a matrix approach described in the literature (Buss, 1983; Lewis, 2001; Melymuka, 1998) .
I do not mean to imply that this is an easy process. It is not. However, this process will facilitate discussions that will lead to a clearer understanding of the library's mission, where it needs to focus its energies in the immediate future, and what it hopes to accomplish. If this is done with a group that practices open, honest, respectful communication leading toward consensus building, then the opportunity for library-wide support for the priorities identified is greatly increased.
It is also critical that the library administration be willing to accept and find the resources to support the recommendations of this group (Buss, 1983; Hulser, 1998) . If management expects some predetermined outcomes, then this committee's time is wasted. Staff quickly learn when management is receptive to their ideas and when it is not. Management should not ask staff for their opinions and ideas if they are not truly interested in those opinions, or if they have no intention of actually making good use of the information. If the library's administration cannot act on a certain priority, they should explain to the staff the reasons why. Simply ignoring the recommendation nullifies the group process.
Resources required
Once the tasks are listed in a priority order, it is time to evaluate the resources required to get them done. Based on the resources available, can the tasks actually be accomplished? Take into account infrastructure, financial and human resources, and technological expertise. In some cases the organization will have the necessary resources to assign to the project, while in others, management may have to seek additional resources, partnerships, outsourcing, or explore creative opportunities to still accomplish the desired tasks. If the resources for a task cannot be allocated, then the library must determine if that task can be postponed without impacting other priorities, or if the list of priorities needs to be reviewed.
If it will take three years to get the money for a new library system in the budget, then it may stay priority one, but the system staff will be able to work on other assignments in the interim. They may be able to get new workstations installed to provide public access to the electronic serials, if that was the second priority. On the other hand, if the management of the institution decrees that they will not entertain a request for a new library system, then another option becomes task number one.
The risk in attempting to identify the resources required at the same time the priorities are set is that the focus shifts to what people think can be done, rather than what should be accomplished. For example, if everyone believes the money for a new system is not available, they could dismiss it and not set it as the top priority -even though it is truly the most important request for everyone involved. Recognizing a top priority that has widespread support gives the library management added ammunition to work with institutional administration, and the added incentive to seek creative opportunities for funding.
Another part of the priority discussion should also include how the library wishes to position itself in terms of new technologies. Some sites wish to be on the cutting (or bleeding) edgeexperimenting with new ideas and technologies before they come into wide use. These sites are willing to experiment, test, deal with potential instability, and possibly fail. Other sites may choose to be on the leading edge, serving as early implementers of a fairly proven technology. And there are libraries that prefer to be just behind the curve, allowing other sites to work the kinks out of a new system or technology and then implementing it at that point.
Following their review of the committee's work, library management should share with the library staff what will be the priorities and the reasons behind the choices. To make sure their company's number one priority was set in people's minds, the president of Nationwide Financial Services made each manager stand up and repeat that priority at a company-wide meeting (Melymuka, 1998) . The best way to share the decisions would be through meetings, which allows staff to ask questions and express their concerns. A written report briefly outlining the decisions as accompanying material is also useful. This material also should be shared with the organizational management and in some cases the library's patrons, especially faculty in the academic environment. The patrons may wish to know how their usage of the library will be changed, and the library has an opportunity to address patrons' questions and concerns in advance, rather than scrambling to solve a problem after the changes have been made.
Changing environment and reviewing priorities
An additional piece of the priority setting discussion is one that is critical, yet often overlooked, dismissed, or ignored. We work in environments constantly affected by change. Though several new requirements may seem to arise every day, they should not immediately be determined to be new priorities -like the example of stopping work on the Web-based interface to CD-ROMs in favor of the citation access product. In an environment with constantly changing priorities, where each new priority replaces the established one, the library and the systems office will find themselves going in circles, like a ship caught in a whirlpool. Set off course, few tasks are ever completed.
Newly identified tasks also must be put through the priority setting process. Each library will have to decide at what point a task should be reviewed strategically, and placed in its appropriate place on this list. This would probably not apply to an activity that can be done in an hour, or maybe not to one that can be done in a day. But what about a newly identified activity that will take an entire week? If the priority process is not applied, the library runs the risk of focusing all its energies on the new tasks that arise, and ignoring the valuable priorities previously set as well as the process that was established. Obviously there are crisis activities that will take precedence over established plans -fires in the building, the failure of an essential server, or an outbreak of computer viruses, but most other activities must have priorities set in the context of the entire plan.
Often the systems staff is working on more than one project at a time. What the priority setting process does is to state clearly which projects gets attention first, or gets the majority of the time from a staff member. The staff should stay focused on the library's priorities, and not just on the projects that are easier, or are of interest to them. The second or third priorities can receive time when the systems office reaches certain stopping points that are inevitable in most projects. For instance, when the situation arises where a critical contact person is on vacation for a week, progress on task number one may be temporarily halted. The focus can then be shifted to another high priority task until the necessary information is received and focus returns to task number one (Sher and Sher, 1995) .
Before a task is begun, question whether it is still needed. Sometimes needs change or new services become available so rapidly that they negate the need for something that was considered very important a few months earlier.
The evaluation process should occur at least annually, although brief reviews of specific tasks throughout the process are highly valuable. This evaluation process also leads to the possibility of starting the whole planning and priority setting process over again -with a fresh start. Five years used to be considered an appropriate amount of time for that. Today's rapid pace of change might cause it to be appropriate every two to three years.
The final part of this process is to review and evaluate the priorities. The library needs first to determine if the selected priorities are truly being accomplished, and if they are not, why? This also gives the organization a chance to evaluate how the installation proceeded and what were the problems and challenges. The library can use this information to improve the implementation process on the next project or task. If a task is not getting accomplished, then this is a time to get additional resources assigned, or for management to intervene where needed. It is always essential that the organization evaluate the services delivery to see if it needs refinements, or to determine if that project is still viable or valued.
Examples for setting priorities
There are many areas where priorities can be set. There is no single correct set of priorities. Each library will bring certain unique aspects and needs that affect the decision-making process. Illustrations incorporating some of the decision factors related to equipment replacement, a new integrated library system, upgrading networks, access to databases, improving productivity, and retention of technical staff are described here.
New equipment
The first example deals with the library's need to determine how to handle replacing microcomputers. Cullen suggests that ''planning for hardware phaseouts can also increase productivity by allowing older equipment to be passed down the line, from those who perform the most critical work to others in the organization'' (Cullen, 1997). The library needs to consider access to capital funds, costs of staffing, and the availability of staffing.
Shifting older equipment can work well in a staff-rich environment, where there is plenty of time to move files from machine to machine and reconfigure the workstation for each individual. Or it can become a priority when equipment funds are extremely limited. A library with an inadequate budget may need to purchase the newest equipment for the most intensive user, or to support a newly acquired software application package that will not run on the older equipment. That user's machine is then passed down the line, depending on the needs of the other users. Some libraries are able to move files rapidly from a machine to be replaced to a file server and then restore them onto the new machine, or do this same task by backing up files to a zipdrive.
However, it may prove to be more cost effective to just replace existing equipment. I recently reformatted my home computer's hard drive. It took me over eight hours to back up my files, format the drive, reload and reconfigure some 15 applications programs plus restore my files. A computer tech that does this regularly could have done this work more quickly, but there is still an investment in time. When a site takes into account the high costs of staff, or the difficulty in obtaining technical staff, and the relatively short shelf-life of equipment, time spent reconfiguring and transferring equipment from one individual to the next may not be an effective use of library resources. This can be especially true if a library is having difficulty hiring technically skilled people, or has several major projects requiring a computer tech already in the queue.
The equipment targeted for reuse should also be considered. If one looks at all the applications and files that are often on a technical services workstation: OCLC passport, library systems software, cataloger's desk top, LC schedules, plus e-mail, calendars, word processing -that can be a lot to move. Compare that to a workstation at a circulation desk that primarily has just the integrated library system software on it or a public workstation with just a browser.
Another strategy is to outsource this entirely and make use of leased computers and have a local technology company to do this work. Each of the options requires consideration of the resources required. Each library should evaluate its options and resources and make an informed choice.
New automated library system
One of the tasks that should always be considered a major library priority and can involve many of the library's staff is the selection and implementation of a new integrated library system. Since almost everyone that works in a library uses the integrated system in one manner or another, the selection decision has a wide-reaching impact. A library changing systems or implementing one for the first time has a wonderful opportunity to get staff participation and buy-in on this critical process. I have had the opportunity to work with parts of the process of selecting and implementing a new library system five different times. In four of those migrations, the library management determined and communicated that this process was a high priority and made sure to garner extensive involvement by the library staff in the course of action. My experience was that most staff members saw the importance of their participation in the process and how this was a priority.
In some cases, the selection procedure may be driven by the libraries membership in a consortium or by the selection of a statewide system. There may be a desire to migrate to a special hardware platform due to special price discounts or the strengths of the technical staff or computing facility. The actual selection decision may also be based on what other similar libraries in the area are purchasing. Whatever the process is, the library administration should be up front and inform the staff as to the degree of involvement that the library can have in making the selection. It is better to be candid at the beginning, than to dismiss a heartfelt suggestion that comes later.
The selection process needs much time and careful attention. Implementing this new system will take considerable revenue and staff time. The library needs to decide what features are vital in its selection process and what are truly priorities. Factors to be thought out are functionality, local political considerations, telecommunications infrastructure, and technical expertise available. This is also about relationships. Once a library purchases a system, they have to work with that vendor for many years. If the vendor appears inattentive to customers, consider that carefully, even if the system's functionality is highly desirable. It is not like a can of paint, where the room can be repainted after a few weeks if the color turns out to be wrong. Once a library invests in and installs a system, it is likely there for many years.
Because an integrated library system can affect other things on campus, it is vital that the library's implementation team insures that this is a priority for others on campus. If the computing center manages the machine, then their active participation is critical. Other support units such as telecommunications and the electricians may need to be involved in the deployment of connections for new equipment. At one site, the implementation of the new system had to be delayed for six weeks because the new network wiring was not high enough on the telecommunications department list of priorities. The implementation team should be sure that all the departments that interface directly with the system are prepared to meet the timeline.
Finally, the library needs to prepare the faculty, staff, and students, or the members of the community for this new system and its benefits. Help them to understand why the library is spending their tuition or tax dollars on this and what benefits they will derive. Get them excited and, in turn, make it a priority for them as well.
Network wiring
One library where I worked had what appeared to be miles of network cabling in the ceilings. But when it came time to install new library system wiring, the old cabling was inadequate and had to be replaced. The need for higher bandwidth and faster response time may necessitate the need to replace category three wiring that allows only ten MB per second with category five that offers 100 MB per second. A library may need to reconfigure a poorly designed network infrastructure with daisychained hubs in which the failure of one hub can cause many others to cease working. Perhaps the library is cabling a unit or the building for the first time. In each of these situations, the library needs to decide which unit gets cabling first, which one is second, and so forth.
Factors in setting priorities will vary widely. Many may incorporate issues such as which units will make the most use of the service, or what unit already has the technology to use the new wiring now. Even though priorities for network wiring may be set, other aspects can affect them. In considering the need to bring additional electric circuits to an area, environmental conditions such as the need to drill through a thick concrete slab or the presence of asbestos may play a role. The involvement of additional people, such as an asbestos abatement team, can easily add lengthy delays, and require some flexibility or reconsideration of the selected networking queue. The library has to decide what to do about their priorities, if the reference department was the highest priority for new network wiring, but the asbestos removal cannot begin for at least six months.
Electronic resources
Most libraries offer access to electronic resources, whether they are provided via the Internet or they are locally mounted as CD-ROMs or on large servers. Some sites are focused on Web-based access, and others provide access through their local library system making use of Z39.50 linkages. Several years ago, the increased access was considered as an excellent service, but now many librarians express concern about all of the different search interfaces. Furthermore, the library staff and patrons have to learn to use these electronic databases. Even sites that rely on a database aggregator for their electronic subscriptions are unlikely to get all of their databases from a single vendor. This entire scenario is further complicated by the addition of images, statistical and numerical databases, and marked-up text. These are also becoming a part of many library offerings to their users.
So does a library wish to live with the situation of having multiple interfaces, even if they have been reduced through aggregation? Or, does a library wish to take a more cutting edge approach and begin to implement a single search engine access across all of its resources? Several organizations and companies are developing products that can do this, but as of this writing, none that this author could identify are actually in general release. To determine how important this priority is for this library, several things should be considered. The library must decide if it is has the money to purchase this new product, if it has the technical staff to install, configure, and manage it, the staff to negotiate the licenses, and the staff to test the product to be sure it works as promised. The library should not take lightly the amount of time this will take.
The library also ought to decide what it will do if the product does not work as they had envisioned it would. New products will have bugs and will suffer from the lack of functionality and features. On the other hand, as early implementers, the library may be in a stronger position to influence the next critical steps in the development of the product. It can be exciting to be in this position, but it is extremely time consuming. The library must recognize that factor when establishing a single search interface as a priority.
Bibliographic records and technical services
The systems priorities can also focus on projects such as identifying and implementing products to help a technical services unit become more productive through the use of electronic resources. This enables them to process more materials without additional staffing. In most environments this is difficult to obtain. The challenge here is for the library to determine how best to use the time of the catalogers and support staff, and to establish the level of quality control required in the catalog database.
In most libraries either the majority of the books acquired already have cataloging available through a bibliographic utility, or this will be available within a couple of months. The current workflow is probably something like this: the library goes to a bibliographic utility, searches for the item, verifies it, downloads the catalog record into the local database, sets their holdings, and edits the record in the local database. This is quite labor intensive. The workflow could be redesigned to purchase cataloging records from the book vendor, and have the vendor set the holdings in bibliographic utility. The book can come preprocessed and shelf-ready. The systems staff can assist with the correct configuration of the local library system, so that the vendor-supplied records can load with a minimum of human intervention. The local library would only need to adjust the records for local practices that cannot be pre-programmed. Some libraries have experimented with this, and have had varying degrees of success.
This process will not save much time if the library feels the need to verify the accuracy of each record, or if the vendor cannot supply a huge percentage of high-quality catalog records in a timely manner. Most likely a library will only have to live with a brief record in their system for a period of two to three months until a full record becomes available and is sent from the vendor, so immediate access to a full catalog record may not be a high priority. The library also needs to determine what happens if the updated record is never sent. Hopefully a program can be run against the local database file to identify what brief records were received from the vendor that have been in the database longer than a specified period of time. A staff member can then go in and overlay those records by downloading from the bibliographic utility. The library may also decide that it can live with the incomplete records in the database and never upgrade them. Costs may be a factor here, if the vendor charges a higher price to provide all of these services than can be done locally. However, if there is a staffing shortage in technical services, the higher priority may be keeping up the workflow or tackling a backlog.
The staff time saved here can be used for a number of things, once again depending on the local established priorities. This is a wonderful opportunity to work on a large backlog or a special collection of rare books and manuscripts that will require time to perform original cataloging. The catalog staff could also work on a database maintenance project with the bibliographic records or authority files. An alternative would be to shift cataloging staff to other areas, depending on the need.
If the library does not wish to pursue this option there are strategies for making the technical services staff more productive by focusing on the applications on their workstations. A simple strategy is to provide OCLC or RLIN to each person's desktop, eliminating the time to walk across the room to another workstation, just to use OCLC/RLIN. This can also free up space in the processing and technical services areas. Adding online tools such as the cataloger's desktop can also increase productivity. These options require the use of a microcomputer workstation instead of a computer terminal, but the productivity gains will likely show a cost savings in a short period of time, if new equipment is required. Of course any library deploying new technologies in technical services has to decide if it is a high enough priority to allocate staff and money to install the new equipment and services.
Retaining staff
A final example of a systems priority is recruiting and retaining skilled technical staff. In today's highly technological library, there is an ever-increasing need for staff with computer, programming, Web, and technology skills. At the same time, few libraries are able to add additional staff. In many cases, libraries are competing with local industries and their sometimes higher salaries for technical staff. Libraries either have to budget for these higher salaries, and keep them competitive, or develop strategies that make the opportunities for work in a library environment a more desirable option. The library will need to consider how its staff are deployed, the money available for salaries, its ability to be flexible, and staff morale.
In one library, the staff member who was supporting the library's NT servers completed her BS degree and was offered a position at a private company with a starting salary of $65,000. How does the average library compete with that? When most libraries are budgeted to offer a starting salary for librarians with a Masters degree at a salary close to $35,000, paying the higher salary may not be possible.
The library that is unable to offer high salaries, but still has the desire to keep a good technical staff as a priority, may be able to come up with some creative solutions. This library should explore the opportunity to offer flexible work hours, unique vacation benefits or a shorter workweek. Tuition and continuing education benefits can also be an incentive.
Helping staff recognize why having this technical staff is a priority can be a factor in smoothing relations. If the library staff is complaining about how long it takes for repairs or new computer services to be delivered, then they need to consider shifting positions into the computer support area. If the library wants to offer advanced technological services, then they will have to pay for the staff to support them in some manner. Once again, this is about looking at the library's priorities and basing decisions on them.
If higher salaries are offered to computer support staff, then the library management had better be prepared for the turmoil that the salary discrepancy could create. In most environments the librarians still make more than the support staff, even though the support staff may have more advanced degrees. The assistant director makes more money than the librarians do. The director makes more than the assistant directors do. Pay is often inequitable.
One option that may not lower costs, but avoids the issue of pay equity, is to contract for microcomputer and network support services. It then becomes the responsibility of the contracting agency to hire and retain qualified staff. Since the library is then paying for services instead of salaries, the distinction becomes less obvious. The library in this case decides that to provide the service is a higher priority than actually having the technical staff as permanent library employees.
Conclusions
It is time for libraries to seriously undertake a critical and analytical approach to setting priorities. The danger in not identifying and establishing clear priorities, is that the library easily creates a discordant array of services, hardware, and software that may not work well together, are not cost-effective, and are confusing to use by both staff and patrons. This will result in a waste of dollars and staff time as work continues to focus on this haphazard mess, rather than a well thought out design. At a time when our patrons increasingly recognize that there are alternatives to the library, we cannot afford to make such mistakes. An old Spanish proverb states that, ''If you don't know where you are going, you will never get anywhere.'' Without clearly established plans and priorities, the library and the systems office will embark on a course to an unknown destination, or will take no course at all.
